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CHAPTER NINETEEN
Media Studies
TOBY MILLER
INTRODUCTION
Media studies has several differing genealogies. Those histories and family resemblances 
affect how it is defined, conducted, and understood. Unsurprisingly, “media” is a 
portmanteau word that covers a multitude of cultural and communications machines, 
processes, and genres. There is increasing overlap within this multitude, as seemingly 
black-box techniques and technologies, once set away from audiences, increasingly become 
part of public debate and utilization as consumer electronics connect to information and 
communication technologies and vice versa. So televisions resemble computers; books 
are read on telephones; newspapers are written through clouds; and so on. Genres and 
gadgets that were once separate are now linked.
That said, the media constitute and are constituted by
●● technologies, which form their conditions of possibility;
●● policies, which determine the field in which they operate;
●● genres, such as drama, music, sports, and information;
●● workers, who make texts in performance and recording;
●● audiences, who receive the ensuing content; and
●● the environment, which houses their detritus.
The media inevitably connect with the social identities of spectators, readers, and players. 
These include gender, race, class, age, religion, and disability, inter alia. That link has led 
to many extreme reactions to the emergent success of media technologies and genres. 
During the Industrial Revolution, anxieties about a suddenly urbanized and educated 
population raised the prospect of a long-feared “ochlocracy” of “the worthless mob” 
driven by unscrupulous demagogues through speeches, tracts, and journalism.1
By the early twentieth century, academic experts had decreed media audiences to be 
passive consumers, thanks to the missions of literary criticism (distinguishing the aesthetically 
cultivated from others) and psychology (distinguishing the socially competent from others). 
Decades of social science have analyzed audience reactions to audiovisual entertainment.2
HISTORY
Media studies was founded in the United States a century ago via speech communication 
and rhetoric to assist with the assimilation of white, non-English-speaking migrants into 
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the emergent manufacturing workforce. Then the engineering professors who founded 
radio stations in colleges during the 1920s needed program content, and drew volunteers 
from speech communication and rhetoric when literature departments reacted to their 
suits with disdain. These stations became laboratories, with research undertaken into 
technology, content, and reception.
This period of massively complex urbanization and the spread of adult literacy, 
democratic rights, labor organization, and socialist ideas then gave rise to a social-science 
equivalent to the study of speech: mass communication. First radio, then cinema, then 
TV were simultaneously prized and damned for their demagogic qualities, which it was 
hoped and feared could turn people into consumers or communists alike.
Such tendencies have continued to thrive, as we shall see. Theorists from both right 
and left argued that newly literate publics would be vulnerable to manipulation by 
demagogues. Bourgeois economics assumes that rational consumers determine what is 
popular in the media, but concerns that people can be bamboozled by unscrupulously 
fluent ones have recurred throughout the modern period. Marxism has often viewed the 
media as a route to false consciousness that diverts the working class from recognizing its 
economic oppression; feminist approaches have moved between condemning the media 
as a similar distraction from gendered consciousness and celebrating it as a distinctive part 
of women’s culture; and cultural studies has regarded it as a key location for the symbolic 
resistance of class, race, and gender oppression alike.3
As a consequence, there has been an emphasis on the origin, number, and conduct 
of audiences to the media, from an array of political and epistemological perspectives: 
where spectators came from, how many there were, and what they did as a consequence 
of being present. Such concerns are coupled with a focus on content: what were audiences 
watching when they——. And so both audiences and texts are conceived as empirical 
entities that can be known, via research instruments derived from sociology, psychology, 
literary criticism, demography, linguistics, communications, anthropology, accountancy, 
economics, and marketing.4
APPROACHES
The media have thereby given rise to three related topics of scholarly inquiry:
●● technology, ownership, and control—their political economy;
●● textuality—their meaning; and
●● audiences—their public.
Within these categories lie three further divisions:
●● approaches to technology, ownership, and control vary between neoliberal 
endorsements of limited regulation by the state in the interests of protecting 
property and guaranteeing market entry for new competitors, Marxist 
critiques of the bourgeois media for controlling the sociopolitical agenda, and 
environmental investigations of the impact of media gadgetry on energy use and 
electronic waste;
●● approaches to textuality vary between hermeneutics, which unearths the meaning 
of individual programs and links them to broader social formations and problems, 
such as the way that social identities are represented, and content analysis, which 
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establishes patterns across significant numbers of similar texts, rather than close 
readings of individual ones; and
●● approaches to audiences vary between social-psychological attempts to validate 
correlations between television and social conduct, political-economic critiques 
of imported texts threatening national culture, and celebrations of spectators’ 
interpretations.
The media are addressed differently from different parts of campus. In today’s humanities 
theater, film, television, radio, art, craft, writing, music, dance, and electronic gaming are 
judged by criteria of representativeness and quality, as framed by practices of cultural criticism 
and history. For their part, the social sciences focus on the languages, religions, customs, times, 
spaces, and exchanges of different groups, as explored ethnographically or statistically.
So, whereas the humanities articulate differences within populations, through symbolic 
norms (for example, providing some of us with the cultural capital to appreciate high 
culture) the social sciences articulate such differences through social norms (for example, 
legitimizing inequality through doctrines of human capital).5
An aesthetic discourse about the media sees culture elevating people above ordinary 
life, transcending body, time, and place. Conversely, an anthropological and psychological 
discourse expects the media to settle us into society through the wellsprings of community, 
as part of daily existence. And a discourse about pop idealizes media fun, promising 
secular transcendence through joy.6
And media studies within the liberal arts in turn articulate both to particular academic 
disciplines, which are tied to particular interests of state and capital, and may arc across 
campus beyond the humanities and social sciences:
●● Engineering, computing, public policy, journalism, and “film” schools create and 
run media production and reception via business, the military, the community, and 
the public service.
●● Communication studies focuses on propaganda, marketing, and citizenship.
●● Economics theorizes and polices doctrines of scarcity, as well as managing over-
production through overseas expansion.
●● The psy-function (pediatrics, psychology, and psychiatry) examines child 
development and such social issues as sexual violence and gender representation 
in relation to media exposure.
●● Sociology, political science, and the law look at media regulation, violence, 
contracts, and treaties.
●● Literature, cinema studies, television studies, languages, and cultural studies 
evaluate representation, justifies protectionism, and calls for content provision.
There are seven principal forms of inquiry within the specialist areas that entirely focus 
on the media. They
●● borrow ethnography from sociology and anthropology to investigate the 
experiences of audiences;
●● use experimentation and testing methods from psychology to establish cause-and-
effect relations between media use and subsequent conduct;
●● adapt content analysis from sociology and communication studies to evaluate texts 
in terms of generic patterns;
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●● adopt textual analysis from literary theory and linguistics to identify the 
ideological tenor of content;
●● apply textual and audience interpretation from psychoanalysis to speculate on 
psychic processes;
●● deploy political economy to examine ownership, control, regulation, and 
international exchange; and
●● utilize archival, curatorial, and historiographic methods to give the media a record 
of their past.
More than half a century ago, Dallas Smythe explained that audience attention—
presumed or measured—was the commodity that TV and radio stations sold to 
advertisers.7 Programs were therefore not so much consumer items as “symbols for 
time.”8 Media audiences participate in the most global (but local) communal (yet 
individual) and time-consuming practice of making meaning in the history of the 
world. The concept and the occasion of being an audience are links between society 
and person, at the same time as viewing and listening involve solitary interpretation as 
well as collective behavior.
Production executives invoke the audience to measure success and claim knowledge 
of what people want: regulators to organize administration, psychologists to produce 
proofs, and lobby groups to change content. Hence the link to panics about education, 
violence and apathy supposedly engendered by the media and routinely investigated 
by the state, psychology, Marxism, feminism, conservatism, religion, and others. The 
audience as consumer, student, felon, voter, sexist, heathen, progressive, and fool engages 
such groups. Effects and ratings research traverses the industry, the state, and criticism. 
Academic, commercial, and regulatory approaches focus most expansively on audiences 
as citizens and consumers, far more than media technology, law, or even content.9
This focus on the public and how to corral and control it is in keeping with anxieties 
that time and technology increase rather than erase. The pattern has been that when new 
media technologies emerge, young people in particular are identified as both pioneers 
and victims, simultaneously endowed by manufacturers and critics alike with power and 
vulnerability—the first to know yet the last to understand cheap novels during the 1900s, 
silent then sound film during the teens and 1920s, radio in the 1930s, comic books of the 
1940s and 1950s, pop music and television from the 1950s and 1960s, satanic rock as per 
the 1970s and 1980s, video cassette recorders in the 1980s, and rap music, video games, 
and the internet since the 1990s.10
Each new media innovation since the advent of print has brought an expanded horizon 
of texts to audiences. In keeping with this history, texts and viewers come to be defined 
in both market terms and through a regulatory morality of conscience and taste, because 
“a new practice of piety” accompanies each “new communications technology.”11 As a 
consequence, moral panics are common among the denizens of communication studies, 
pediatrics, psychology, and education, who largely abjure cultural and political matters to do 
with television in favor of experimenting on its viewers. This is the psy-function at work.12
Media studies also covers political economy, which focuses on ownership and control 
rather than audience responses. Because the demand for the media is dispersed but 
much of their supply is centralized, political economy argues that the media are one 
more industrial process subordinated to dominant economic forces within society that 
seek standardization of production. Far from reflecting already-established and already-
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revealed preferences of consumers in reaction to tastes and desires, the media manipulate 
audiences from the economic apex of production, with coercion mistaken for free will. 
The only element that might stand against this leveling sameness is said to be individual 
consciousness. But that consciousness has itself been customized to the requirements of 
the economy and media production: maximization of sameness through repetition and 
minimization of innovation and newness in order to diminish risk and cost.13
There are significant ties between critical theory, which calls for a resistive 
consciousness through artisanal rather than industrial created texts, and political 
economy, which calls for diverse ownership and control of the industry. The first trend 
is philosophical and aesthetic in its desire to develop modernism and the avant-garde, 
the second policy-oriented and political in its focus on institutional power. But they 
began as one with lamentations for the loss of a self-critical philosophical address and 
the triumph of industrialized cultural production. The two approaches continue to be 
linked via a shared distaste for what is still often regarded as mass culture.14 The media 
are said to force people to turn away from precious artistic and social traces of authentic 
intersubjectivity as it takes control of individual consciousness. Like the psy-function, 
this part of media studies is frequently functionalist, neglecting struggle, dissonance, and 
conflict in favor of a totalizing narrative in which its object of study dominates everyday 
life and is all-powerful.
NEW DIRECTIONS
Something happened in the mid-1960s to counter these forms of knowledge: the advent 
of a more conflictual version of media studies. The Italian medievalist, semiotician, 
columnist, and novelist Umberto Eco developed notions of encoding-decoding, open 
texts, and aberrant readings by audiences.15 He looked at differences between the way 
meanings were put into Italian TV programs by producers and how they were deciphered 
by viewers. Eco’s insights were picked up by the British political sociologist Frank Parkin16 
and the Jamaican cultural studies theorist Stuart Hall.17
There have been two principal methodological iterations of the encoding-decoding 
approach: uses and gratifications (U&G) and ethnography/cultural studies. U&G operates 
from a psychological model of needs and pleasures; cultural studies from a political one 
of needs and pleasures. U&G focuses on what are regarded as fundamental psychological 
drives that define how people use the media to gratify themselves. Conversely, cultural 
studies’ ethnographic work has shown some of the limitations to claims that viewers 
are stitched into certain perspectives by the interplay of narrative, dialogue, and image. 
Together, they have brought into question the notion that audiences are blank slates ready 
to be written on by media messages.18
Drawing upon these findings, some denizens of media studies argue that today’s 
new media represent the apex of modernity, the first moment in history when central, 
political, and commercial organs and agendas became receptive to the popular classes. 
This perspective differs from the idea that the apparatus is all-powerful. It maintains 
instead that the all-powerful agent is the audience: the public is so clever and able that 
it makes its own meanings, outwitting institutions of the state, academia, and capitalism 
that seek to measure and control it. In the case of children and the media, anxieties about 
turning Edenic innocents into rabid monsters or capitalist dupes are dismissed.19
Faith in the active audience reaches cosmic proportions, such that the media not 
responsible for anything. Consumption is the key, with production discounted, work 
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neglected, consumers sovereign and research undertaken by observing one’s own 
practices of viewing and one’s friends and children. This is narcissography at work, with 
the critic’s persona a guarantor of assumed audience revelry and Dionysian joy.20 Welcome 
to “Readers Liberation Movement” media studies:21 everyone is creative and no one is 
a spectator. Internally divided—but happily so—each person is “a consumer on the one 
hand, but . . . also a producer.”22
The media supposedly obliterate geography, sovereignty, and hierarchy in an 
alchemy of truth and beauty. Today’s deregulated, individuated media world allegedly 
makes consumers into producers, frees the disabled from confinement, encourages new 
subjectivities, rewards intellect and competitiveness, links people across cultures, and 
allows billions of flowers to bloom in a post-political cornucopia.
In one sense, then, media studies buys into corporate fantasies of control—the political 
economist’s arid nightmare of music, movies, television, and everything else converging 
under the sign of empowered firms. In another, it incarnates individualist fantasies of 
reader, audience, consumer, or player autonomy—the libertarian intellectual’s wet 
dream of music, movies, television, and everything else converging under the sign of 
empowered fans. Those antinomies shadow the fetish of innovation that informs much 
talk of media technology and consumerism while ignoring the environmental destruction 
and centralized power that underpin them.23
Media studies today thrives in the context of a reformist, even reactionary formation, 
which rejects the field’s past in favor of hitching itself to the new surge in cultural 
industries represented by public policies and investment patterns. This has involved 
consultancies on behalf of the media, museums, copyright, pornography, schooling, and 
cultural precincts. Instrumental policy people and scholars argue for an efflorescence of 
creativity, cultural difference, import substitution, and national and regional pride and 
influence, thanks to new technologies and innovative firms—with capitalism an ally, not 
a foe.24
The discourse takes one or several of the following tacks:
●● Because of new technology and inventive practices of consumption, concentration 
of media ownership and control no longer matters—information is finally free, 
thanks to multipoint distribution and destabilized hierarchies.
●● Consumers are sovereign and can transcend class and other categories.
●● Young people are liberated from media control.
●● Journalism is dying as everyone and their owl become sources of both news and 
reporting.
●● Creative destruction is an accurate and desirable description of economic 
innovation.
●● When scholars observe media workers and audiences, they discover that ideology 
critique is inappropriate.
●● Marxist political economy denies the power of audiences and users and the 
irrelevance of boundaries—it is pessimistic and hidebound.
●● Cultural imperialism critiques miss the creativity and resilience of national and 
subnational forms of life against industrial products.
●● Media effects studies are inconsequential—audiences outwit corporate plans and 
psy-function norms.
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What is left out of these seemingly dynamic and innovative but in fact tired and venerable 
lines?
●● the ecological impact of the media
●● questions of labor and life in the cognitariat
●● those who essentially live outside consumption, beyond multinational markets—
beyond an electricity grid and potable water, for example
●● citizenship
●● concentrated ownership and obedient regulation
●● cultural imperialism’s resonance with populations and activists
●● the supposedly new vulnerability of media organizations to the power of the 
young, the rebelliousness of consumers, and the force of new technology is as old 
as these organizations themselves
●● the expansion of newspapers outside the Global North—people still line up in 
Barranquilla by the dozen each morning to place classified advertisements in the 
local paper, for instance; and
●● the real use of new technologies—for example, people citing one another’s sexting 
or swearing on smart phones in family courts to undermine claims to parental 
responsibility, leading to judgments that deny people custody of their children.25
THE FUTURE
In its uneasy blend of these perspectives, media studies is being partially recharacterized 
by a progressive agenda that is skeptical without being cynical, rigorous without losing 
optimism, and committed to popular democracy. The result has seen analyses devoted to 
some key issues that go beyond the psy-function, political economy, and active audiences, 
while drawing on their insights. A brief list might include
●● feminist concerns over the representation of women, both on- and off-screen;
●● critics’ desires to reach beyond bourgeois-individualistic accounts of creativity in 
favor of generic analysis;
●● studies of postimperial social control in the Global South via domestic and global 
media dominance;
●● Marxist aesthetics reading story against ideology;
●● evaluations of the media’s environmental impact; and
●● voices from below, heard through the participant observation of workers and 
audiences.
Such staples as cultural imperialism critique and national media history have been 
supplemented by work on national, regional, global, diasporic, First People’s, women’s, 
and activist textuality and ideology critique has been enriched by Gramscianism, 
racialization analysis, queer theory, and policy studies. This is in keeping with intellectual 
developments and political trends, such as social movements, the globalization and 
privatization of the media in the wake of the Cold War, and the rise of neoliberalism. 
Foundational debates since 1990 have put leftist, queer, disabled, feminist, multicultural, 
and postcolonial formations in play.
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But this is no Whiggish teleology charging toward freedom of inquiry and open 
access to new approaches. As higher education has grown and opened up to these 
critical tendencies within the human sciences, social movements, and more instrumental, 
conservatory-style training, media studies has often been deemed simultaneously too 
progressive, too applied, and insufficiently scientific by many traditionalists.26 Robert 
W. McChesney laments that the study of the media is “regarded by the pooh-bahs in 
history, political science, and sociology as having roughly the same intellectual merit as, 
say, driver’s education.”27 Similar bigotries occur in the humanities.28 Such hostility may 
fade over time.
One ongoing problem, however, is that so many analysts of the media undertake 
research in purely national, or solely English-language, contexts. These professional norms 
have served them well in terms of publication and pedagogy. But technological, migratory, 
linguistic, and politico-economic changes now make it imperative that media studies 
operates in a global context, sloughing off monolingual disciplinary parthenogenesis. The 
complexity of processes subsumed by the media makes linguistically, analytically, and 
geographically narrow approaches to the topic simply untenable.
So at a moment when the Global North uses culture as a selling point for 
deindustrialized societies, and the Global South does so for never-industrialized ones, 
scholars must adopt a nimble, hybrid approach that is governed neither by the humanities 
or the social sciences, nor by the parent disciplines mentioned above—and assuredly not 
by one language—but by a critical agenda that inquires cui bono: who benefits and loses 
from governmental and corporate maneuvers, who complains about the fact, and how 
can we learn from them?
“Global media studies” is an interdisciplinary concept that emerged in the late 1990s 
to describe the convergence of areas of study traditionally known as “international 
communication” and “comparative media systems” (in the social sciences) versus “national 
cinema” and “world cinema” (in the humanities). It also reflected a more developed 
appreciation of culture within the political-economy tradition via a literature that mixed 
the theories and methods of political economy and cultural studies.29
This perspective, and the knowledge it produces, has led analysts across the humanities 
and social sciences to criticize the widespread neoliberal dismissal of the state as an 
inappropriate arbiter of media regulation and control. They argue that the market and 
civil society are not the same thing, thus challenging neoclassical assertions that laissez-
faire policies best serve the interests of society at large. This does not mean a return to 
the critiques of left-wing cultural commentators that transnational culture perverts pure 
indigenous traditions; indeed, theories of hybridity preclude such analyses.30 Nor does 
this position support rather aristocratic complaints that mass dissemination corrupts high 
art. However, it does challenge neoliberal policymakers who assert that the free market 
facilitates cultural products produced in the periphery circulating globally. Without 
reviving a chauvinistic nationalism, there must be a critical state intervention which 
recognizes that “culture is too important to be relinquished exclusively to the competition 
among international markets.”31
The new position is justly wary of cybertarian temptations about the imagined autonomy 
of networked societies via the apparent openness of the internet. For beyond the Global 
North, revelations of technocentric, cybertarian failures of explanation proliferate, as the 
reality of successive liberatory “springs” supposedly unleashed by social-media networks 
is exposed as the work of long-laid plans of organized and very material revolutionary 
groups.32
Part_A.indb   250 5/9/2018   3:26:43 PM
MEDIA STUDIES  251
Such grounded cosmopolitanism refuses the blandishments of both revanchisme and 
cybertarianism. It gives real hope to a new form of media studies that transcends the 
divisions and obsessions of the past in favor of democratizing the media worldwide.
Loughborough University London (UK)
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